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You are a lady, gentle reader, are you not? If so, we have something particularly
interesting to ask you. Have you seen the latest invention in hygienic
underwear, known as Southall’s Sanitary Towels?...[T]hese special articles of
ladies underclothing entirely supersede the old-fashioned method...

—1892 ad for Southall’s Sanitary Towels (Jones 54)

It wasn’t thin. It was flat. It was practically nothing. I didn’t think I was brave
enough-—or crazy enough—to try it.... But I did—on my heaviest day no less,
when I usually wear a thick pad.... I didn’t feel anything but protected.... As far
as I’m concerned everything else is history.

—1991 television commercial for New Always Ultra Plus “with wings”

A comparison of early and present techniques for selling menstrual
products reveals interesting changes and similarities. From the days of
black and white advertising cards to the age of colored television, the
style of these ads changes considerably. The explicit message of these
ads likewise changes, proclaiming an important shift in women’s needs:
early manufacturers of menstrual products explicitly marketed their
wares as “hygienic,” emphasizing a woman’s need for sanitary
protection, but today’s sales pitch typically emphasizes “freedom” and a
woman’s need for liberation. |

A brief comparison of the 1890s ad for Southall’s sanitary towels
with the 1990s ad for Always pads reveals the shift from modernity to
postmodernity. Always products come “with wings,” instead of belts and
pins. The “crazy” redhead, wearing blue jeans and a paisley vest, who
tells of her experience with the product, promises the consumer freedom
from conformity to blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty ideals and a
restrictive yuppie lifestyle. She also promises freedom from biological
and historical time. No longer burdened by a “heavy” menstrual flow,
she chooses her time and place. She is an active, independent, “brave”
woman, not a passive “gentle reader.” Always promises the consumer
forever (always), however (all ways) she wants it. New Always Ultra
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Plus “with wings” is not merely “the latest” word in menstrual aids, it is
the last word. The Always woman, like Hegel, stands at the end of
history. She has transcended all difficulties faced by previous
generations of women.

Or has she? Why does her menstrual period require her to be
courageous? Is she susceptible, by virtue of menstruation, to some
special danger? Why is she “crazy” to wear a thin, instead of a thick,
pad? And why, if she is “brave” and independent, does she, like the
“gentle reader” of the Southall ad, need “special protection”? Below, 1
trace the transition from a modern to a postmodern marketing strategy
and the shifting ideologies that these strategies both reflect and
reinforce. Following this, I examine the unsettling similarities between
the messages of contemporary and early ads for menstrual products. The
key theme in these ads, unfortunately, remains virtually unchanged a
century after their first emergence: Women are abnormal, unclean and
unhealthy, thus needing protection from themselves.

From Rags to Riches: Health, Wealth and Feminine Hygiene

Foucault describes the bourgeoisie of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries as preoccupied with the body, its health, hygiene, descent and
race (History 124).' This preoccupation clearly reveals itself in the
marketing of the earliest commercially sold menstrual products. In the
late 1800s, two kinds of menstrual aids were available to American
women by mail order: disposable towels and yardgoods for reusable
rags. Although the method for containing menstrual flow was the same
with both products, they were marketed to two different classes of
women. Canfield disposable sanitary towels, sold by the dozen, claimed
to be “cheaper than washing,” but the fact that they were sold as a
specialty item, alongside bustles, dress shields, corset hose supporters
and prefabricated children’s diapers, indicated that the target consumer
was not the washerwoman (Jones 39) (See Figure 1). The majority of
women continued to make their own menstrual rags into the twentieth
century, long after the first disposable towels were marketed. These
reusable rags (and many other things) could be made from sanitary
diaper cloth which was sold by the foot (Jones 67). The manufacturers of
this cloth offered a free sample by mail.

The chief virtue of the disposable towel was not its ability to
relieve women of the tiresome tasks of making and laundering
menstrual rags, however. As Canfield advertised, their product was
“highly endorsed by London Physicians” because it was “easily
disposed of by burning.” The chief concern and privilege of the
wealthy during this period was, as the name “sanitary towel” indicated,
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Figure 1. Canfield’s 1888 Advertising Card
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and “sanitary diaper cloth” mimicked, personal health and hygiene.
Disposable towels were preferable to reusable rags because of their
superior hygienic status.

According to Foucault, bourgeouisie concern with personal hygiene
arose from an enormously influential metaphor for the human body
which has persisted into the twentieth century: the body as machine
(Discipline 135-169). The machine with its assortment of internal and
external gears, joints, pipes and tubes provided modern science and
medicine with a paradigm for the ideally efficient and precise body.
Thus, “runs like a machine” became synonymous with good health. This
metaphor has, as Foucault notes, had the pernicious effect of creating a
body whose forces could be extorted, capabilities optimized and
usefulness and docility increased, without the need for any explicit or
physical displays of power. As feminists have noted, no body has been
made more docile by this ideology than the female body (see e.g.,
Bartky, Bordo). Medical norms of “good health” in the late nineteenth
century excluded women who, by virtue of their cyclicity, were deemed
abnormal. Menstruation was a malfunctioning of the human machine
and a sign of chronic illness.

Menstruation was diagnosed by many nineteenth century physicians
as blood resulting from a recurrent internal wound caused by ovulation.?
One of the ways in which upper-class ladies were urged to convalesce
from their periodic wound, in addition to bedrest, was by extensive
travelling. Thus, Southall’s 1892 ad for sanitary towels appealed, in bold
faced print, to “Ladies traveling by Land or Sea, Visiting, or away from
Home” in marketing its product. Their sanitary towels were touted as
“the latest invention in hygienic underwear” which no lady away from
home should be without. A sample purchase was accompanied by
“medical and press opinions.”

A woman could not, however, spend all of her time travelling. Nor
could she, frequently interrupted by sickness, function efficiently in the
public workplace. The ideal way for a woman to spend her time was,
therefore, to be found in reproduction. Not only would this be of social
benefit to the Anglo-saxon race, it would cure her—in a way that travel
could not—of her peculiar feminine illness. As the dean of George
Washington University’s medical school—a gynecologist—deduced in
1875, the proper functioning of the female machine required breeding.
The reasoning supporting this conclusion was simple: If menstruation
was an abnormality in human physiology, and menstruation ceased while
women were pregnant, then pregnancy must be the only strictly normal
condition of a woman. Female frailty resulted from woman’s deviation
from her natural course. Her health required accepting her role as mother
and homemaker (Lander 49).
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Figure 2. 1921 Advertisement for Firsi Kotex Napkiﬂs.

The idea that wormen were susceptible to recurrent, disabling illness,
continued to be utilized, almost half a centiry later, in the marketing of
the first Kotex napkins (Atwan 135, Jones 255). A 1921 ad, depicting a
nurse and two other young women attending to an invalid man in a
wheelchair, advertised Korex as “a wonderful sanitary absorbent which
science perfected for the use of our men and allied soldiers wounded in
France” (See Figure 2). Skeptics were encouraged to “ask any nurse.”
The Red Cross sign on every box further emphasized the product’s status
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as a medically approved product. This prevalent post-war symbol was
also utilized by Johnson and Johnson who marketed their napkins by
emphasizing that “the famous red cross trademark distinguished a
sanitary product of amazing superiority” (Atwan 269).

By the 1920s, health and hygiene had become a national obsession
which kept women—both because and in spite of their frailties—busy
cleaning. In a variety of ads, Lysol promoted itself as part of a national
health campaign and urged women to “unite” with mothers, teachers,
doctors and “Health officers of 365 cities” to “prevent unnecessary
contagion and safeguard health” (Jones 299, Atwan 21, 264). Lysol could
be used to disinfect the door-jambs, chair-arms, bannisters and telephone
mouthpieces of the American Home which would otherwise “threaten
[a] family with the danger of disease.” It could also be used for feminine
hygiene.

As one 1926 ad warned, the “modern woman” could not “give in to
the vagaries long-connected with the weaker sex” (Atwan 21) (See Figure
3). The post-suffrage, post-WWI woman had to compete with and for
men. Thus, “the modern woman—whether in business, the arts, home or
society—had to] keep young.” She could not, it was emphasized, merely
appear young. “Her whole system [had to] be responsive, awake, and
keen;” she had to avoid “the usual feminine illnesses.” Drawing on the
recommendations of an unnamed, “well-known” gynecologist, Lysol
encouraged regular feminine hygiene as the “necessary preventative
measure.” Lysol disinfectant claimed to be “a safe and effective
antiseptic” for this “vital” purpose. In fact, the ad boldly claimed, “no
antiseptic could be safer for the delicate internal tissues.”

In 1929, as the stock market crashed, personal hygiene was explicitly
linked to a woman’s economic health by ads published by the American
Soap and Glycerine Producers “to aid the work of the Cleanliness
Institute” (Jones 286, 319). In one of these ads, wives and mothers were
informed of their duty to help their men get and keep jobs.’ Like the
earlier Lysol ad, this one was designed to appeal to “the modern
woman.” Headlined by the question “WHICH two would you hire?,” it
depicted three men and three women waiting for a job interview. One
was “experienced,” three were “experienced and intelligent,” but only
two were “experienced, intelligent and CLEAN.” This graphic implied
that one of the two—experienced, intelligent and CLEAN—people who
merited hiring was a woman. But the text of the ad indicated that, during
a time of scarce employment, a woman’s primary duty was to help her
husband or son retain his work. Under a smaller graphic at the bottom
which depicted a woman with a load of wash and a man with a very
large paycheck, the copy shouted:
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Figure 3. Post-WWI Advertisement for Lysel Disinfectant.
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Attention wives and mothers! It concerns you, too, that cleanliness today has so
much to do with the size of paychecks. For you are the ones who decide which
is to be considered the most important in your household: clean clothes for
everyone, or “keeping down the size of the wash.” You also can help by
providing: an orderly, inviting bath room; a home that sparkles generally; and
last, but not least, the benefit of your own good example, with respect to clean
hands, face, hair, body, clothes (Jones 286).

As this text indicates, the 1930s would continue to perpetuate the
notion of a gendered division of labor, which insisted that a woman’s
place was in the home. Yet, at the same time, that place would be
accorded increasing importance as a site of productive, if unpaid, labor.
One effect of the depression was a gradual dislodging of the ideology of
the physiologically frail woman, subsequently hastened by the need for
women in the workforce during World War II. Thus, in order to return
women to their place at the conclusion of the second World War, a new
ideology was needed.

Looking Good as Feeling Great:
Liberal Feminism and the Feminine Mystique

The intermittent refrain from physical, social and economic
activities once demanded of women was, by the suburbia-booming
fifties, forbidden. While the pre-twentieth century woman was
discouraged from frequent sex, dancing, bicycling or other exertions that
might tax her, the mid-twentieth century woman was expected to be
sexually and socially active and never miss a day’s work—whether in
the home or the office—despite any menstrual discomforts. Almost all
female complaints regarding menstrual discomfort were interpreted, by
mid-twentieth century medical experts, as merely psychogenetic—as
signs of neurosis or hypersensitivity resulting from a woman’s
“unhealthy attitude toward femininity.” Science responded to the
ideological crisis precipitated by the employment of women during
World War II swiftly and effectively: “As the Victorian sex-role
distinction had been bolstered by an ideological physiology, so its
postwar reincarnation was propped up by an ideological psychology”
(Landers 58).

The makers of feminine hygiene products quickly assimilated the
new science and norms of femininity into their marketing strategies.
Soaps and cleansers once marketed as cures for physical ailments were
now marketed as necessities for women’s mental and social well-being.
The task confronting women, no longer considered physically frail, but
suspected of being mentally unstable, had changed from “keeping fit” to
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“fitting in.” And this required, above all, attention to beauty and
appearance. Emotional and social integration for women required
looking dainty and smelling fresh (see, e.g., Jones 447, 449, 456, 459).

This mid-century shift in advertising techniques reflected the
idealism of psychology’s—and gynecology’s—“mind over matter”
hypothesis. Whereas earlier techniques for selling feminine hygiene
products had emphasized the need to be healthy, carefully distinguishing
this from merely appearing healthy, the new strategy emphasized
appearance over reality. More precisely, the new strategy conflated
appearance and reality: looking good was feeling good. Women’s mental
health was linked, by professional and popular psychology, to
acceptance of their femininity, and their femininity was linked, by
commercial and popular media, to a set of beauty ideals (Friedan 33-68,
103-125). Thus, the contemporary woman could find her salvation
through the massive consumption of beauty products—a cure that
persists for most female ailments during late-capitalism.

Of course, the mental salvation of the contemporary woman, like
the intellectual salvation of philosophers from Plato to Hegel, required
her to escape her body (see Flight 88-95; “Anorexia” 88-93). Whereas
the Victorian woman was confined to a destiny marked out by her
biology, the contemporary, more liberated woman, was supposed to
transcend her biology. Implying her liberation was at stake in selecting
a menstrual product, a host of words and images connoting freedom.

Today, many menstrual products emphasize flight on the product
itself or in the packaging of their product. Always pantiliners come “with
wings;”* and soaring birds symbolize both Always and New Freedom
brands. Less subtly, the word free, with its double connotation of
“inexpensive” and “liberating” is boldly placed on packages and in
advertisements: “Buy any two packages of NEW FREEDOM pads and
receive an additional package FREE” is a typical sales pitch. (A typical
New Freedom ad, contains the word FREE four times—the first time in
four-inch letters across the entire page—and the word FREEDOM nineteen
times. It also contains thirty-six pictures of soaring birds.) (See Figure
4.) Other manufacturers count on us to believe we are already liberated
and simply encourage us, by means of brandnames, to Stayfree. And yet
others, apparently recognizing the hectic life of the contemporary
woman, urge us to regain our mental health by “Thinking Pink” and
becoming Carefree.

Here we see a postmodern marketing strategy for menstrual products
which began with the marketing of the first commercial tampons in the
late 1940s.
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Keeping Fit and Fitting In: The Tampon Revolution

Careful examination of a 1948 Tampax ad (Jones 504), depicting a
young woman in a bikini under the heading “Swim any day of the
month with Tampax,” reveals three themes of postmodernity. (See
Figure 5.) The first theme concerns liberation. While a variety of
menstrual pads now market themselves under the banner of freedom, the
initial cries of freedom came from tampon manufacturers. Tampons
were touted as a technological innovation which would free women
from the bondage of belts, pins and pads, as the original Tampax slogan
emphasized.

The second theme concerns a new phenomenology of female time,
brought about by tampons. By virtue of the spatial relation of the tampon
to the body, a woman could transcend her temporal cycle. Whereas a
woman was once confined to bed rest each month, now, she could be
active any day of the month. The body/machine of the tampon user
would no longer suffer any “down time” due to menstruation.

Finally, there is the emphasis on the benefits of this product to a
woman'’s appearance. While earlier menstrual products were touted as
safe, effective and hygienic, Tampax was touted simply as invisible and
odorless. “No belts, no pads, no pins, no odor,” meant that women could
be freed, not only from their cyclicity, but also from the embarrassment
which attended public knowledge of their “condition.”

Because it’s “that time of the month” do you stay out of the water pretending
you don’t care? You do care and others are likely to know it. So why not use
Tampax and take your swim. Women everywhere now are doing just that....
Tampax is modern sanitary protection worn internally. There are no belts,
outside pads or anything else that can show. In bathing suit wet or dry, you are
safe from the most watchful eyes (Jones 504).

This last point was the important one. As the graphic in the ad indicated,
the true usefulness of a tampon was not for swimming, but was instead
for sitting beautifully by the edge of the pool, knowing that no unsightly
bulges could be detected in your bikini.

Marketing techniques for tampons have become more sophisticated
in the last 40 years, as can be seen when this early Tampax ad is
compared to the color layout which won Lil-lets a silver medal for its
1989 advertising campaign (Piestrzynska, unpaginated). But, as the
comparison also reveals, key themes remain the same.

The first page of the Lil-lets layout provides instructions for tampon
insertion, urging young women to relax because, although some girls
find it difficult to use a tampon, “it’s only a mental block”
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(Piestrzynska). The soft-focus photograph of a young woman wrapped
in a white towel in an all white bathroom is worthy of Playboy, as is the
copy of the ad. After recognizing and appeasing her fears—“it’s not
surprising most girls are a bit nervous the first time,” but these tampons
are “simple” and “natural,” and insertion can be “soft” and
“sensitive”—the young woman is explicitly told to recline and relax.
Any discomfort she may feel is insinuated to be her fault: “[I]Jt takes a
bit of practice to get the hang of it...if you find it difficult at first, it’s
probably because you’re too tense” (ibid). A graphic of the tampon
wiggling its way across the page towards the towel-clad woman carries
a definite sexual innuendo and the youthful consumer is reminded that
25 million women around the world are doing this. The theme of the
1989 Lil-lets ad, like the theme of the 1948 Tampax ad, is to “fit in” by
fitting it in.

The next two pages of the magazine insert emphasize the freedom
from embarrassment that Lil-lets tampons can guarantee. Playing on the
self-consciousness of adolescent women just beginning to menstruate,
the second ad proclaims the difficulty of keeping your period to yourself,
by prominently displaying the torso of a woman wearing a T-shirt
reading “HI! I’VE GOT MY PERIOD.” The copy reads,

As you know, the great thing about tampons is that they don’t show at all—not
even under a swimsuit or leotard. And, of course, you can swim, dance, do
anything you like when you’re wearing one.... There’s no embarrassing odor to
worry about either, because the flow is absorbed inside you (Piestrzynska).

Just like the 1948 Tampax ad, the 1989 tampon slogan is “No belts, no
pins, no pads, no odor.” Yet, as the photo in the third ad shows,

an applicator tampon is a lot more bulky than a Lil-lets tampon.... You can’t
hide an applicator tampon in your hand like you can a Lil-lets. Which makes it a
bit embarrassing when you want to take one to the toilet. Some girls who use
applicator tampons try to hide them up their sleeve, but that looks a bit obvious
(ibid).

One wonders why women need to be embarrassed about
menstruating. If we are not embarrassed about going to the toilet to
defecate, why should we be embarrassed by going to the toilet to change
a tampon? One might also wonder why we need to take tampons or pads
or anything else with us to the toilet. Why aren’t such products, like
toilet paper and paper towels, already there, free of charge, for our use?
The answer is that the menstruating woman is, postmodern technologies
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and marketing technigues aside, siill
considered unclean and that menstriation s
still considered an abnormality.

Still Cleaning Up Our Act: Pads,
Tampons and Garbage Bags

Advertising circulars inserted into
municipal newspapers sell menstrual
products in one of three ways: as a beauty
awl alongside hair dyes and cosmetics; as a
“healthy value,” alongside vitamins, cold
medicines, laxatives, antifungal sprays and
band-aids; or as a “housekeeping” product
alongside lice control sprays, baby wipes,
floor wax and garbage bags. When tampons
are sold alongside Clairel cosmetics, 1
implies that a woman’s natural atiributes are
in need of fixing. When douches are sold
atongside Sudafed cold medicines, it
implies that women are unwell, When
pantiliners are sold alongside Heffy cinch
sacs, it implies that women are unclean and
MESSY.

The brand names of various menstrual
aids further conveys the message that women
are unsanitary. Products such as Whenever,
Always, or Anyday tout the virtues of a
product that can be used everyday, implying
that women are in need of sanitary protection
on an ongoing, not simply an intermittent,
hasis. Or, more precisely, if one considers the
notion of a “panty shield,” that a woman’s
underwear is in constant need of sanitary
protection from her.

The idea that women are unclean
continues to be propagated also through the
marketing of a vast array of “intimate”
mists, soaps, douches and towelettes
designed to make women “clean and fresh.”
Summer’s Eve markets an entire line of
“cieansers designed especially for a
woman,” under the slogan “bring back

Figure 5. 1948 Advertise-
ment for Tampax Tampons.
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freshness anytime” (New Woman May 1992, 87).° Their “Feminine
Bath” can be “used daily,” as can their “Feminine Body Bar” which will
“cleanse sensitive areas without irritation” and “provide deodorant
protection all day” (ibid 88). Their “Feminine Wash,” an “intimate
cleansing cloth,” can be used several times a day.

Refresh anytime, anywhere. Wherever you go. Carry these individually
wrapped cleansing cloths with you. They’re pre-moistened with a unique
cleansing formula to gently cleanse away odor-causing bacteria. Relax. These
large, super-soft cloths won’t irritate. Feel clean, confident, fresh. Everytime
(Seventeen, May 1991: 72).

Similarly, Massengill markets a spray for “external odor protection,”
a disposable douche for an “easy, sanitary way to feel refreshed in
seconds” and a “soft cloth towelette,” “to give you a fresh, clean feeling”
whenever “you need it.” (“They’re so simple and easy to use, you'll
wonder how you ever did without them;” Woman's Day, May 1991, 71).
Sofkins advises a woman to use their “Personal Cleansing Cloths,”
whenever she goes to the bathroom, for “a clean that’s cleaner than bath
tissue alone.” (“If you think about it, it makes sense,” Woman's Day,
May 1992: 140.)

That ill health is “natural” for women is the explicit message of a
variety of non-prescription powders, lotions and suppositories designed
to cure yeast infections. Gynecort, developed by “a leading
gynecologist” and awarded the “Good Housekeeping seal of approval,”
promises to “heal irritation of occasional external feminine itching.”
Femicine and Yeast-Gard, developed by “a homeopathic physician for
the Women’s Health Institute,” promise to “relieve the discomfort of
feminine itching and burning” (Woman’s Day, May 1991: 135; First,
May 1991, 86).° And Gyne-Lotrimin, endorsed by female gynecologists
who are “familiar with the repeated annoyance of vaginal yeast
infections,” promises “early treatment, early cure” (Essence, March
1991: 21-23). ,

Neglecting to mention that recurrent vaginal infections may well
be the effect of perfumes, deodorizers, douching and tampon use,
these ads explicitly market their products as a further necessary
intervention for a “naturally” occuring female dysfunction. Thus, the
female physician/spokeswoman for Gyne-lotrimin tells the consumer
of the natural abuses a woman’s body must undergo, equating
“becoming a woman, childbirth, and yeast infections.” Norforms
locates the precise cause of feminine itching and irritation in normal
vaginal discharge.
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New Norforms Medicated Feminine Powder contains zinc oxide to soothe
itching and irritation...But Norforms powder does even more. It absorbs
moisture from discharge and perspiration, the major cause of itching and
irritation. So it actually prevents further irritation. Norforms Medicated
Feminine Powder keeps you dry all day long. And it’s safe to use as often as
you wish. A comforting solution to an irritating problem (Woman’s Day, May
1992: 65).

Norforms also provides a “natural” explanation and an artifical cure for
feminine odor:

Feminine odor is caused by bacteria which occur naturally in the vagina. Of all
leading products, only Norforms Suppositories neutralize these bacteria to give
you all day protection (Cosmopolitan, May 1992: 22).

Finally, while Lysol is no longer advertised as a product which can
clean both the dark crevices of one’s home and one’s body, a variety of
feminine hygiene aids tout the virtues of common household products.
Massengill, and other douches, proclaim the advantages of “Vinegar and
Water—for years the ingredients most recommended by doctors.”
Stayfree, and other pads and tampons, tout the advantages of baking soda
in their ads. Indeed, baking soda has replaced Lysol as the all-purpose
household item of the nineties. It can be used not only for baking, but
also for brushing teeth, deodorizing refrigerators and kitty litter and, of
course, making women smell fresh and clean.

Of course, deodorant tampons and pads and douches are still, at best,
medically unnecessary and, at worst, potentially dangerous, since the
female body is a self-cleaning organism that requires no such
intervention in the normal course of things. The idea that regular
douching can promote vaginal health can only stem from the idea that
the course of things is never truly normal when it comes to women.

Midol for My Doll

Just as tampons will “free” us from those unsightly bulges created
by belts, pins and pads, Midol will “free” us from those unseemly moods
created by pain, tension and bloating. The personality traits associated
with PMS—anger, aggressiveness and general bitchiness—are precisely
those characteristics that women, especially wives and mothers, are not
supposed to possess. We are supposed to be docile, patient and altruistic;
thus being otherwise is pathological. This creates a market for a cure. As
the Midol slogan proclaims, Midol will “make it all”—the edginess and
the crankiness, as well as the pain—"go away.”
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The Midol television commercials include all the themes conveyed
by other menstrual product ads within seconds, by means of a strikingly
postmodern juxtaposition of audio-visual images. These ads are, by
their fast pace, disorienting camera angles and overlapping noises,
designed to make the consumer feel irritable. If she didn’t feel the
symptoms of PMS before watching the ad, she will begin to notice them
during it.

A typical ad (shown during Sally Jesse Raphael, March 21, 1991)
opens with an angled black and white shot of a coffee cup crashing to
the floor next to a woman’s feet.” We never see more than her ankles or
feet, but we know that she is a businesswoman by her high-heeled
pumps and hosiery. This image is quickly followed by another black and
white image of a sad and frightened young boy descending a staircase,
carrying a toy airplane, as his mother shouts “I said no and that means
no!” Another, more controlled, voice overlapping mother’s says “The
edginess.” Again, we never see more than a part of the woman—in this
case her hip with her hand on it—but the silouette and tone of voice
clearly indicate a female parent. This image is, in turn, rapidly succeeded
by a black and white image of a woman’s wringing hands and a female
voice moaning “Even my head aches.” Again, an overlapping voice “The
pain”—as the screen turns into a black and white grid. The brand names
Tylenol and Advil quickly follow each other across the grid in white
letters, as a voice-over claims that “ordinary pain relievers will relieve
only pain.”

Briefly, a blue and orange picture of a Midol box brightens the
screen, accompanied by the soothing words, “Midol PMS does so much
more.”

Again, the ad returns to a black-and-white, angled shot. A young
woman is lying on a bed arguing on the phone with someone we
presume is her boyfriend. She yells at him “I’m not cranky, you’re
cranky.” One more quick, off-centered image of part of a woman’s body
appears—this time a pair of hands attempting in vain to do up the zipper
of some jeans. And then...

Finally, the pace slows and color returns. Sheer white curtains
flowing on a gentle breeze lead us into a peach bedroom. There the
camera settles its eye lovingly on a neatly arranged bureau with a box of
Midol nestled amidst perfumes, cosmetics and flowers. Softly, a voice
says, “Midol makes it all go away.”

As the coffee spills, we are reminded that even liberated women are
clumsy and messy; as mother yells at her innocent son, we are reminded
that even homemakers reject their femininity and become mentally
unstable; as the hands wring, we are reminded of the physiological



From Sanitation to Liberation? 165

ailments that all women are susceptible to; as the hands struggle with the
zipper, we are reminded that even young women regularly transform into
fat, ugly, bloated creatures. As the young woman—the only woman fully
depicted in the ad—yells at her boyfriend, we are aware that she is at a
precipice. If she continues to be irritable and unreasonable, she, too, will
fragment into only a partial woman: an untidy working woman, an
unkind mother, a frigid middle-aged woman with migraines and middle-
aged spread. Midol promises to help her regain her full femininity, to put
her back on course, to secure her future by taking her back to the days
when ladies were gentle, homes were healthy and happy, and a woman’s
place was in the bedroom. The juxtaposition of black-and-white, off-
center, rapid-fire camera shots, accompanied by strained, irritable
voices, with pastel-colored, centered, peaceful images, accompanied by
soothing voices, encourage her to imagine the present as the past and the
past as the future: an historical transformation made possible by popping
a pill (cf. Caputi 487-495).

With the “discovery” of premenstrual syndrome, we have indeed
completed the cycle that takes us through the future back into the past. A
woman’s problems are once again, in the 1990s, as in the 1890s,
attributed to her physiology. The symptoms include a variety of
psychological “abnormalities”: a lack of female gracefulness, beauty and
docility, but the causes are hormonal and require a physiological cure.
Medical science has resurrected the notion that women are chronically
unreliable and unpredictable and apt to do everything from crashing
planes to beating their children and killing their lovers (see Zita).?

A postmodern marketing strategy, however, masks this renewed
version of female biology as destiny, making it appear we can cure our
ailments by simple consumption. The pills that will cure your mood
swings are to be placed on the bureau next to the perfumes that will cure
your body odor. To appear well is to be well and this can be achieved
through smart shopping.

It hardly needs pointing out that calling our menstrual periods and
our periods of rage a disease has been, and continues to be, a handy way
of not looking at what women are upset about and why. Equally handy is
the strategy that minimizes our cramps and anger by comparing them to
our body odor. Our “problem” is not merely physiological, nor
psychological, but societal. The remedy, therefore, is neither medical,
nor cosmetic, but is political. Women are irritable because they are still
not free to go where they please, do what they wish, or say what they
want. And neither Midol, nor “Thinking Pink” will change that fact. Nor
will the “internal protection” of a tampon. We do, indeed, wish to be
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freed from the constraints that bind us, but while tampons come without
belts and pins, neither they, nor postmodernity, come without strings
attached.

Notes

'l agree with Foucault that the emphasis on private and public hygiene is
correlated with a preoccupation with “improving the human lineage” and thus
indicates “a type of ‘racism’” (History 125). A complete account of the
ideological underpinnings of feminine hygiene products would examine the
connections between the marketing of soaps, cleansers, mentrual aids and non-
prescription contraceptives and home pregnancy tests. It would also examine
the subtle, yet noteworthy, differences in the marketing of these products to
white women and women of color.

*There were two competing theories of menstruation during the nineteenth
century: the ovulation theory of menstruation sketched here, and a wave theory .
of menstruation which interpreted menstrual flow as “an external manifestation
of rhythmic changes” affecting not just the pelvis, but the entire body. Both
theories served arguments for restricting the social, educational and economic
roles of women, and physicians of both schools recommended substantially the
same “cures” for the malady. The wave theory of menstruation is noteworthy,
however, because of its remarkable similarity to contemporary theories of
“premenstrual syndrome.” See Lander 26-57 for a full account of these theories
and their ideological role.

*The other teaches women how to catch a husband, selling cleanliness as a
“beauty secret.”

‘Contemporary print ads analyzed here and below were found in a variety
of places including Cosmopolitan, Essence, Good Housekeeping, McCall’s,
New Woman, Seventeen, Teen and Woman’s Day magazines, advertising flyers,
supermarket and drugstore advertising displays and product-packaging itself
from 1990-1993.

Class coding persists in these soap and cleanser ads. Summer’s Eve “makes
loads of luxurious bubbles” as it cleanses according to its magazine
advertisements; and Actibath “turns an ordinary bath into a carbonated spa
treatment,” according to coupons depicting a castle.

‘Both of these products, distributed by Lake Pharmaceuticals, are marketed
by ads exemplifying a “think pink” theme, with pastel-colored layouts and
pictures of angora and lace.

’A series of these ads ran from 1991-1993 during “women’s programming”
on major networks. In 1994-95, these ads were still run occasionally on the
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Lifetime (“a woman’s”) channel. These spots varied in length, but not in style or
substance.

*The law has also propagated the notion that women are disabled by
progesterone levels. In the United States and Canada, women escaped charges
for assault, shoplifting and a variety of minor offenses in the early 1980s. In
France, PMS became the grounds for a plea of temporary insanity; and in
Britain, two women escaped homicide charges on the grounds that their
violence was triggered by biological forces beyond their control. See Fields,
Nicolson and Barltrop, and a 1982 issue of MacLeans.
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